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By KAT IE T AMOLA

In one of the most competitive years on record for university admissions, affluents are ramping up investments in
premium services, including prep courses and college coaching, to help their children receive acceptances into
some of the world's most elite institutions.

Hafeez Lakhani continues to operate a college coaching business, offering premium services to assist students in
gaining admission into some of the world's most elite institutions.

With several academic coaching businesses, preparation courses and the recent Varsity Blues scandal, it has
become increasingly apparent that many parents, including affluents, are willing to spare no expense to ensure that
their children have access to the best educational institutions in the world. Mr. Lakhani, who received perfect scores
on both the SAT and ACT and previously worked as a field worker for a nonprofit in India, is  working with students
to help them cultivate their abilities and give them the best possible chances at academic success.

"Clients overwhelmingly refer to the cost of our services as an investment, both in maximizing the quality of a
student's college experience, and the circle of lifelong peers that education will create," said Hafeez Lakhani,
founder of Lakhani Coaching, New York. "A great coach is one who can empower a student to make the most of the
process as well as the product."

In this Q&A, Ms. Lakhani discusses the value of his services, fostering feelings of fulfillment in students, Netflix's
new "Operation Varsity Blues" documentary and his effective strategies to clients. Here is the dialogue:
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Hafeez Lakhani, founder of Lakhani Coaching, earned perfect scores  on both the SAT and ACT and worked as  the director of Youth Together,
the larges t inner-city high school mentoring program at Yale. Image courtesy of Hafeez Lakhani

What is the value in hiring you as a college coach?

Our clientele ranges from orthopedic surgeons to Saudi princes, hailing from across the U.S. and 12 countries
worldwide. While each family is unique, our clients agree on one thing: one's education is a formative experience.

Further, I share with every student that 90% of my education at Yale came from my peers.

The value our clients see in working with Lakhani Coaching stems from simple strategy. If it costs the same to attend
Harvard as it does XYZ private college, why not invest in a coach to maximize the quality of education, and rigor of
peers, the student will have access to?

Do you find that families often look for certain kinds of guarantees (admissions, wait listings, etc.) in hiring you or
other experts? 

There are no guarantees in selective admissions, and clients should beware of anyone who suggests otherwise.
Such thinkingbuying a definitive path inwas at the center of the Varsity Blues scandal and was abhorrent.

Rather, in approaching admissions coaching with a sense of integrity, Lakhani Coaching offers a customized path to
a fulfilling high school careerfulfilling to the student first, then others will notice.

And as a result, stronger chances of success in selective admissions. By these philosophies, our clients have been
admitted to Stanford, Harvard, MIT, Yale, Cal Tech, Columbia, Brown, USC and University of Chicago among
numerous other great schools.

Please tell us about your successful techniques in your work. Do you have one practice that has proven successful
time and time again? 

Students often ask me, "What do I need to do to get into Stanford? What's my checklist?" I say, you should be asking,
"How am I doing at cultivating a fulfilling high school career? Fulfilling to whom?"

To you first, and then others will notice. We then outline our three major paradigms for a fulfilling high school
careeracademics, problem-solving ability, and character, and we chart a specific course of ambition in each.

Character, in particularfar beyond simply extracurricularsis what sets Lakhani Coaching apart.

What we are saying is, if Stanford is a dinner table with a limited number of seats, what makes you, our student, the
most interesting person to deserve that last spot? What do you add to the dinner table conversation?
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Mr. Lakhani has  previous ly coached children of public figures , including the Saudi Royal family. Image courtesy of Lakhani Coaching

The "Operation Varsity Blues" documentary premiered on Netflix March 17. Can you explain why it does not paint a
full picture? What was it missing? Why was it an unfair representation of the college counseling industry? 

Varsity Blues was more a reflection of briberypaying for access that is otherwise earnedthan of college coaching.
But even among college coaches, education consultants, and college counselors, there is a huge variety.

A young man from New York whom we coach expressed interest in the political process during his 10th grade year.
Our team encouraged him to find a way to contribute to the 2020 elections, and he not only took the initiative to
secure a paid internship with a senatorial candidate in Pennsylvania, he found a way to do it in a region where
swing voters would make more of a difference in the national election.

Kindling this spark of initiative, and encouraging the student to contribute to a cause that matters to him, is a reward
in itselfand such sincere commitment won't be overlooked in the college process.

Can you please explain the difference between test-optional and test-blind? And how you assist students with this?

Test optional is a growing movement and there are huge misconceptions around it. Test-optional means that a
college does not require that an applicant submit SAT or ACT scores.

Those colleges state that if a student does not submit SAT or ACT, he or she will be evaluated on all of the other
factors that were submitted. Students who do choose to submit their scores will have that additional piece
considered as part of their larger story.

While this at first tempts students to not bother with testing, the reality is that about 77% of students who apply to test-
optional schools wind up submitting test scores anyway, because students who submit testing are admitted at a
higher rate than those who don't (both per the Defining Access Study). These conclusions are not surprising: if a
teacher offers extra credit, isn't it obvious that the highest performing students will take up the offer?

Test optional, then, is a great strategy for low-income and first-generation candidates, who can then be looked at in
the context of more limited resources. For instance, one of our firm's scholarship winners, a formerly
undocumented Mexican-American student, Fernanda Padilla Colin, was brought across the U.S. Mexico border on
foot at two years old.

Neither of her parents completed high school, and she regularly helps them translate tax forms and the like.
Fernanda was a great candidate for test-optional because her near-perfect grades spoke volumes about her work
ethic despite her family obstacles.

Fernanda was admitted on a full financial aid scholarship to Rice University.

Test-blind is akin to test-optional except the college will not consider a test score if it is  submitted. This is the strategy
some University of California campuses have applied for a two-year trial, in which candidates will be evaluated
entirely on other elements of a student's application, with a stronger emphasis on the transcript and character
pursuits.

Lakhani Coaching focuses on students' academic progress as well as their character growth

Let's say you have a student who comes from a great family and hopes to send their child to a prestigious school.
The student has great grades, attendance, and moral character, but is an immensely anxious and underperforming
standardized test taker. How do you best assist this family in helping the student get into the college they want to? 
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Over 21 years of working one-on-one with students, Lakhani Coaching has been overwhelmingly successful in
helping students overcome test anxiety. A few factors that help: more official sittings, giving a student more chances
to do their best, thus alleviating the pressure from any one sitting (colleges will consider your highest score from
multiple sittings); taking practice tests in absolutely realistic conditions, including print outS, using a bubble sheet,
timed strictly, taken outside the home and proctored (this helps reduce the anxiety from what would otherwise be an
unfamiliar setting); and concerted preparation so that no skill tested is at all unfamiliar.

To alleviate some of that anxiety, it is  important to remember that even for a selective college that requires testing,
the test score is simply one piece of a larger story. Selective admissions goes back to our three paradigms for a
fulfilling high school career: academics, problem solving ability, and character.

If for example, the student was never able to overcome test anxiety, he should be sure the academic and character
pieces of his application are all the more compelling. Academic recommendations, and rigor of course selection,
for example, can help in this regard, as will character pursuits that go beyond simply "pay to play" summer programs
but rather reflect initiative.
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